'P reludes' 
T.S. Eliot 


From his city poems, written between 1909 and 1911, in Boston, Paris and 
London: influenced by Laforgue’s ‘Preludes Autobiographiques’ and 
novels by Charles-Louis Philippe. 


The title suggests a musical analogy: a prelude may precede something 
else, or may be self-contained mood-setting pieces, based on a common 
theme. The first two represent evening and morning; the third is about a 
woman, the fourth about a man, ending with Eliot’s philosophical, 
empathic response. 


It is a series of pictures of modem city life, dwelling on lives of squalor 
and routine (to be returned to in ‘The Waste Land’), ending with the poet’s 
response and the great indifference of the universe. 


Technique- cinematic? (but remember when these were written!) 
impressionistic? They rely heavily on scents, parts of the body- 
disconnected, isolated, vulnerable. 

Irregular rhyme scheme, but enough to set up echoes (see technique in 
‘Prufrock’ et al) and rhythms. 

Universality of experience- male and female- intimate, sordid, hopeless 
(compare with Tiresias in ‘The Waste Land’ later) 


The poet’s empathic response to suffering suggests the hopelessness of the 
human condition, ‘...the worlds...’ suggests a timeless, uncaring power, 
with no Christianity or other system of religious belief to relieve pain. The 
final image of scavenging old age suggests survival can only be at the most 
basic level. 


Tasks 

• What parallels can you see in the presentation of city life with 
‘Rhapsody on a Windy Night’? 

• How does Eliot show the hopelessness of urban life in the opening 
years of the 20 th century? 

• What techniques seem characteristic of the opening poems? 
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